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ASKING AUTHENI'IC QUESTIONS IN THE
LlTERATURE CLASSROOM
Brian White
When I think about the literature classes rhad in high school, college, and graduate school, and when r think about all of my teachers and professors of literature. r can break them all down into two basic categories:
those who wanted to kn ow what I thought about the literature. and those who wanted me to know what they thought about the literature.
Those two kinds of classes and teachers were fundamentally different.
In classes where the teachers wanted to know what we thought, the literature was exciting. the discussions were energized, the students were engaged. In classes where the teachers wanted us to know what they thought. the class discussions were really just mini-lectures and teacherly expositions, and the students' job was to write down what the teacher said about the text.
Discussions of literature in those classes often degenerated into games of "Guess What the Teacher is Thinking." When asked a question, we spent so much time searching for the teacher's "right" answer that we often didn't consider alternatives to the teacher's of view or even take the time to respond to the literature ourselves.
Bracha Rubinek Alpert's study of classroom discussions of literature strongly suggests that teachers of literature often convey to their students that ~there are certain 'correct' answers the teacher expects students to reach: and she says that teachers maintain ~a close control over studen ts'
talk by responding to each student's comments or questions and by pulllng towardexpected answers" (32, emphasis added), Alpert argues that studen ts resist this pulling approach to teaching in part because it is unnatural, because it is unlike authentic conversation in which the partners are on equal footing (Mehan) . Nystrand and Gamoran also argue that the most successful infer that careful probing of students' thinking is not a high priority" (Sizer 82 ), Nystrand and Gamoran (1991J and Nystrand (1991) Teachers who ask authentic questions do not pull students toward precon ceived interpretations. Rather, they encourage students to engage in meaning-making conversations with one another and with the teacher.
Authentic questions arc truly ~discussion questions" because they invite the students to enter into a thoughtful conversation. Students responding to (57) . Hillocks argues, however, that an author's generali7.ation is more specific than the general notions evoked during many discussions of "theme: because "discussions of theme frequently result in one word statements about content, e.g., The theme of the storyis love'" (57).
An author's generali7.ation question requires students to go beyond these simplistic statements oftheme or topic (e.g., love, racism, growing up) and to consider what it is the author might be trying to tell us about the theme or topic. Hillocks writes that "A question in the category of author's generali7.a tion demands a proposition, a statemcnt about what love Is, how it operates, how it affccts people" (57). Here are some example ofauthor's generalization questions that meet Hillocks' criteria. "What do you think the author of this book might be trying to tell us about marriage? About first impressions?" A third kind of authentic question we can ask in our literature classrooms is the structural generalization question. These questions require that students explain how parts of the work operate together to aehieve certain effects. They focus on authorial choices regarding certain aspects of a story's structure and require explanations of the functions of those aspects (Hillocks; Hillocks & Ludlow). Such questions are important because they encourage students to step back from a text, not in awe but in order to achieve a critical distance. Teachers who ask questions about authOrial choices arc modeling an essential aspect ofthe reader's role and can help their students to think carefully about the ways in which authors' decisions regarding structure, plot, characterization, and setting can influ ence readers' responses to texts.
For To Kill a Mockingbird
Questions of structure are essential to what Scholes has termed the ~pedagogy of textual power": "helping students to recognize the power that texts have over them and helping students to gain a measure of control over 33 textual processes~ (39). In short, questions of structure help students to Authentic questions such as those presented above have proven to enhance students' understanding and recall in the literature classroom (Nystrand & Gamoran; Nystrand) . but both teachers and students must be prepared for their use. Teachers must be prepared for their use in four ways.
First. authentic questions should be created in advance for use in the classroom-they are sometimes hard to think of and hard to phrase authen tically (we can make them sound like test questions), and if we are not prepared in advance to use them we might revert to the exclusive use of test questions and recitation. Second, teachers must be emotionally and intellec tually prepared to converse with students, to consider and to accept as valid a wide range ofsupportable responses. some ofwhich might be in conflictwith the teacher's own interpretation. Third, teachers must be prepared to express to their students that they genuinely want to know what their students think. that theywiU be satisfied with nothing less. No amount ofcareful wording and authentic phrasing will carry the day if students remain convineed that the teacher is hiding one right answer for them to find. This means that teachers must work with students to develop an atmosphere of honcsty and trust so that students know that their thoughts will be heard, explored. and re spccted. And fourth. tcachers must be prepared to widen the conversation by inviting other students into the conversation. asking classmates to rcspond to one another's ideas. This will help teachers to prevent the one on-one teacher-student debate which. however instructive it might be for the student--debater, excludes the rest of her classmates from the conversation.
But simply asking authentic questions does not ensure that discus sion will take place. Students must also be prepared for the use of authentic questions because they generally find such questions to be most difficult (Hillocks & Ludlow). Beginning a class discussion with a structural gener alization question could (and probably would) ovelWhelm students who are not used to being asked such questions and who might not even understand the plot of the story. We must move gradually toward the most difficult and most useful authentic questions, starting at a more literal level (Hillocks;
Hillocks & Ludlow; see Appendix A for an example of sequenced questions).
In addition, some research (White; Smith & White) has demonstrated that when students are prepared through the use of prereading activities (Smagorinsky, McCann, & Kern; White) to make connections between literature and life, they are much more likely to be engaged in considering and answering authentic questions.
Asking literal questions. asking fact questions, is surely important in discussions ofliterature. Certainly we need to help our students understand the surface of the text. But we also need to teach our students that various interpretations of those surface features can be advanced and supported.
Authentic questions serve to draw students Into the interpretive game, more evenly balancing the power and responsibilities shared by students and teachers.
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Perhaps most importantly, the use of authentic questions demon strates to students that we expect them to be authentic participants in classroom discussions ofiiterature, that we want to converse with them, that it is not our aim to convert them to our way of thinking about a text, and that we respect what they know and what they think. This might be especially crucial for students who are "at-risk" or whose culture is distant from the cui ture of the literary work (Hamann, Schultz, Smith, & White) -students, that is, who may have been trained to bclieve that their lives and opinions are not important to the academic enterprise. Authentic questions and conver sations about literature can help such students to build bridges betwcen their lives and their sehooling.
Whatever our students' backgrounds, they have much to bring to classroom discussions of literature. We must decide eithcr to ignore or to privilege what they can bring. We must dccidc either to pull them toward some previously established interpretation, or to invite them into the mcan ing-making process. By relying too much upon "test questions" and recitation, we cheat not only our students but ourselves, for only in thc givc and take of authentic conversation are our students frce to tcach us.
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